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Structured abstract: 
This article examines the challenges facing the Australian fashion industry (Textile, Clothing 
and Footwear or TCF sector). Just at the point where Australian fashion has achieved 
international attention for its distinctive design practice, the industry is on the point of 
collapse. Since the 1980s, radical re-structuring aimed at reducing industry protection to 
encourage greater international competitiveness and innovation. Key policies have included 
tariff reduction, new forms of industry assistance, new manufacturing techniques, changing 
retail forms, and reform of employment and workplace conditions. While these changes were 
intended to kick-start a new future for the fashion industry, the unintended consequences 
have resulted in the decline of apparel manufacturing, the collapse of the textiles industries, 
the decline of TCF employment, and the loss of specialist skills. Fashion retailing has been a 
follow-on casualty. Over the same period, fashion design and communication education has 
proliferated.  This article explores the reasons for these trends and implications for the future 
of Australian fashion. 
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The changing local capacity of the fashion industry 
Historically, Australia relied on the importation of apparel and textiles from the earliest days 
of settlement of the colony (Maynard, 1994). Chiefly, imports came from England although 
lighter fabrics and apparel also came from Asia especially India. However, the need for local 
manufacture was also addressed and industries producing basic apparel, especially underwear 
and footwear, also developed into the Textile, Clothing and Footwear (TCF) manufacturing 
sector. Most fancy wear was imported although tailors and dress makers copied fashionable 
modes as well. In fact, there was a perhaps surprisingly high interest in following the latest 
European fashions not only among the elite but also among ex-convicts and free settlers 
(Maynard, 2001). Visitors castigated the ostentatious display of clothes and finery as the 
colony grew. 
The basis of the local apparel industry rested on both the importation of textiles and a 
growing local textile production sector especially around places where the ports, transport 
nodes and textile factories were located. An integrated supply chain developed and was 
physically laid out in the structure of places like Flinders Lane which connected the ports 
with warehouses, factories, wholesalers, distributors, retailers and the clientele for apparel 
and fashion in the heart of Melbourne city. A similar pattern developed in other cities such as 
Surrey Hills in Sydney and Fortitude Valley in Brisbane. 
Apparel was retailed in a variety of outlets including department stores, ‘general’ stores 
(especially in regional centres), specialty fashion stores, and the forerunner of ‘chain’ stores. 
Mail order became an early feature of the Australian fashion industry because of the 
dispersed geographic spread of the population (Miller and Merrilees, 2004). Catalogues kept 
far flung consumers abreast of the latest trends and able to make customised purchases. A 
variety of promotional innovations were used as popular devices to engage consumers. These 
included postcards, advertisements and ‘freebies’ such as silk fans. Some stores even 
provided a ‘ready-to-make’ service (manufactured to client size) as well as the alternative of 
dispatching the cut pieces for home assembly even before the paper pattern industry took off. 
These services could be seen as the nineteenth and early twentieth century version of online 
retailing. 
This pattern persisted well into the 1960s with basic apparel and fashion largely supplied by 
iconic brands such as Bonds, Berlei, Slazenger, Speedo, Holeproof, King Gee, Dunlop, and 
Clarks. So –called ‘bushwear’ (or rural dress) was retailed by brands such as R. M. Williams, 
Akubra, Redback, Baxters, and Blundstone. Brands like Fletcher Jones sold both ready-made 
and customised smart but conservative apparel. For the mass market, there was limited choice 
in brands and styles although wealthy clients could shop at excusive boutiques or have 
clothes made up by dress makers.  
The impact of mass consumerism after World War II and the influence of American popular 
culture on Australia brought new possibilities for fashion. A particular factor was the 
emergence of youth culture and associated fashions for teenagers who had largely fallen 
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between children’s clothes and adult fashions before. Following trends overseas, youth were 
targeted as a fashion –specific demographic and market which encouraged the emergence of 
a new category – Australian fashion designers who emerged in the late 1960s. These included 
designers like Prue Acton, (Joe) Saba, Carla Zampatti, Norma Tullo, Trent Nathan, Kenneth 
Pirie, and Martin Grant. Youth oriented fashion stores also sprang up including Katies, 
Sussans, House of Merivale, Cue, Country Road, Sportsgirl, and Cherry Lane.  
Most consumers were still obliged to buy local apparel due to industry protection policies that 
imposed import duties and luxury taxes on imported apparel, on the one hand, and tariff 
protection and industry subsidies that encouraged local manufacturing and production, on the 
other. The local apparel industries were largely oriented around apparel basics requiring a 
low skilled workforce (a beneficiary of chain migration) in factories and increasingly 
outsourced to contractors working from home. Numerous inquiries investigated the impact of 
this form of industry policy and problems identified in the working conditions of employees 
(and an ongoing concern of trade unions) but because successive governments continued to 
treat the apparel sector as a manufacturing industry, policies that might have better shaped the 
emerging fashion and design-oriented industry and new consumer trends failed to materialise.  
The situation was further impacted by the popularity of de-regulatory economic policies of 
the 1980s as governments sought to address the failure of command economic policies and 
create more competitive and globally positioned industries and economies (Weller, 2007). 
This resulted in the dismantling of industry protection policies which had an especially 
significant impact on the textiles, clothing and footwear industries whose existence had 
depended on such arrangements. Although the intention was that low skilled and low tech 
industries would be replaced by high tech ones that were strategically market-oriented, even 
when this happened, it did not offset major and ongoing job losses, factory closures and 
decline in manufacturing capacity Hall Chadwick, nd).  
By the new century, the industry experienced vertical disintegration with many brands and 
companies exiting while others underwent successive restructures as imports ballooned, local 
manufacture gave way to offshore production and employment was outsourced to contractors 
and subcontractors. The comprehensive 2008 Green Report (Green, 2008a, b) incisively 
painted the contours of the local industry and positioned it in relation to international trends 
and options, recommending that the manufacturing focus of industry policy be replaced by a 
design-oriented focus that concentrated on the value-added aspects of the sector and re-
positioned the industry as a creative and cultural industry. Green advocated policies focused 
on innovation and incentives to encourage creative solutions, point of difference, and high 
end fashion. Largely ignored by the then Labor government, tariff reduction continued and 
major crises enveloped the sector both large and small. The collapse of the textile industry 
followed as the importation of low cost apparel continued apace.  
The prospects for the salvation or revival of the Australian fashion industry look bleak given 
structural realities such as a small and dispersed population with fragmented and distinctive 
sub-markets, climatic extremes and variability, plus the seasonal lag behind Europe. The 
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current state of the TCF sector reflects a succession of major upheavals from which it has not 
recovered.  
Employment: 
Whereas the TCF manufacturing sector used to be a major employer in the manufacturing 
sector, employment has drastically declined from about 115,700 in 1989 to 51,500 in 2007, 
43,000 in 2006, 46,500 in 2010-2011, and an estimated 40,000 in 2013, a decline of two 
thirds (Green, 2008a: 22; Weller, 2007: 5; My Future, 2012; ABS, 1301.0 Year Book 
Australia, 2012). About 60% of these are women who, under the provision of Fair Work 
provisions, are now classified as ‘employees’ not contractors or outworkers (TFIA, 2012).  
This has significant implications for employers who must provide regular work, pay overhead 
costs and employ people in a factory-type place. While intended to raise the notoriously poor 
working conditions of TCF workers, the legislation has further cut the number of employees 
in the sector as traditionally much work is occasional, one-off or short runs with tight 
deadlines. An increasing number of employees are, as a result, classified as part time. 
By contrast, there are approximately between 3,000 and 3,500 fashion designers (Design 
Institute of Australia, nd; cf. 3,448 estimated by Higgs, 2006). Graduates in fashion design 
continue to be minted at an estimated rate of 200-3000 a year. While few find full time or 
even regular part time work exclusively as fashion designers, there are an estimated 37,500 
people in paid employment in fashion design activity (ABS, 2011). Another 30,000 people 
are involved in TCF wholesaling and around 130,000 in apparel retailing (although this latter 
figure is also declining). IBIS World estimated that there were 70,000 employed in clothing 
retailing and 11,000 clothing retail businesses in 2013 (IBIS World 2013). 
To summarise, according to Higgs (2006), the number of people employed in fashion related 
occupations in Australia has fallen from 49,239 in 1996 to 33,434 in 2006 with a mean 
income of AUD $28,290. The best paid, earning around $40,000, are fashion designers and 
specialist TCF mechanics and textile operators while models, sewing machinists, dressmakers 
and tailors earn around AUD $20,000 (Higgs, 2006). The value of the sector has suffered a 
similar decline despite increasing capital expenditure and investment in research and 
development (ABS, 2012).  
Businesses: 
There are now just an estimated 16,000 fashion-related businesses dominated by small-to-
medium enterprises. These are dominated by micro businesses with half (about 8,000) 
employing less than twenty people. A further 1,400 SMEs employ more than twenty people 
but only 66 businesses employ more than 200 people (TFIA, 2012). About 10,000 apparel 
retailers support this industry though this figure too is declining. The value of the industry 
and its contribution to GDP has also declined significantly. It is now the poorest performing 
manufacturing sector (ABS, 2012; Weller, 2007; 2013).There are a number of converging 
reasons for this situation but most importantly, it is an effect of the global infiltration of the 
Australian fashion industry. This has taken a number of forms. 
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1. The growth of the importation of apparel: 
Whereas Australia used to manufacture the bulk of its basic apparel and footwear, 
importation of apparel now accounts for more than 90% of clothes sold. In 2010/2011 
Australia imported 1.2 billion units of apparel with average cost per item of AUD$4.06 of 
which much is never sold (chain discounting until it is dumped) (Wells, 2011). A large 
percentage of apparel purchases are only worn once and most less than 6 times before resting 
in wardrobes until they are eventually discarded (Tilley, 2008; Claudio, 2007). 
2. The growth of apparel waste: 
Meanwhile every day, 22 million tonnes of waste goes to Australian charities of which about 
10% or more than 2 tonnes is apparel. Only 10% of this is kept for selling in charity shops 
and the rest either recycled as textiles (rags) (70%) or ends up in landfill (20%) (Wells, 2011; 
Caulfield, 2009). While apparel waste is increasing more rapidly than any other form as part 
of household waste, it has the lowest percentage of recycling, about 17% in the US and 
probably lower in Australia (Roznev et al., 2011).  
3. Outsourcing of materials and manufacturing overseas and collapse of local 
production: 
The biggest reason for the decline in the sector has been the pressure to outsource production 
overseas due to cost structures. It has simply become uncompetitive to retain local 
manufacturing and production. Numerous Asian and Pacific countries offer substantially 
cheaper options so, although there is often a desire to keep production onshore, brand after 
brand has been forced to move offshore to places like Fiji, China, India, Bangladesh, 
Cambodia, Philippines, Vietnam and Indonesia. This raises issues such as ensuring quality 
control to the point where consignments paid for up front are sometimes of such poor quality 
that they cannot be marketed – or returned. However, the imperative to keep costs down in 
order to remain viable continues to push the offshore trend. A small number of niche 
products, labels and finishes have remained onshore and independent brands, labels and 
businesses have used local manufacturing as a marketing slogan to attract loyal customers. 
These are minnows in the market place, however, and although worthy of celebration account 
for a miniscule market share (Weller, 2013). The bulk of apparel (90%) available in stores to 
consumers is sourced offshore. 
4. Other factors: 
These include virtual Instantaneous access to international trends and collections through 
streaming on the internet; the success of fashion blogging and other online fashion media 
over traditional forms of fashion communication as tastemakers; and the propensity for 
overseas travel by Australians which exposes them to trends and taste making elsewhere.  
5. Online shopping penetration of overseas and local apparel retail sites: 
The second most important factor has been the growth of online fashion retailing which has 
transformed consumer behaviour. More and more apparel retailers have developed a strong 
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online presence usually alongside a bricks-and-mortar business. While some product 
categories have a higher online take-up  (for example, shoes, handbags and other accessories, 
jewellery, jeans, outerwear and party frocks), e-tail monitors indicate that consumers are 
using brick stores to try apparel on before heading online to complete purchases. Often a 
consumer will order three of an item and return at least two so an estimated 50% of online 
fashion purchases are returned. In addition, more Australian fashion consumers (38%) 
browse printed catalogues rather than the internet (21%) when selecting clothing purchases 
(Roy Morgan, 2013a). Nonetheless, online sales are increasing with 10% of Australian 
women buying online fashion products in any four week period (Roy Morgan, 2013b). While 
cost is a factor, it is not the prime reason for online fashion shopping, rather being fashion 
forward is more important. Australians who don’t buy something online are now in the 
minority (Alberici, 2013; cf. Zielinski 2013; Wells 2013).  
Australian fashion stores and brands have all entered the online space to varying degrees and 
with varying degrees of success. The key fashion department stores, David Jones and Myer, 
have both developed an online presence although many analysts feel that these have been less 
than optimal and have not kept pace with online initiatives (such as click and collect) of 
department stores overseas such as John Lewis, Marks and Spencers, Macy’s, and 
Bloomingdale’s (Alberici, 2013; Ribeiro, 2013). A comparison of Myer and David Jones top 
Facebook fans shows that Myer fans have more extended social connections and influence 
short term behaviour while David Jones fans are trendsetters who influence long term opinion 
and behaviour (Ribeiro, 2013). Neither store, however, has really taken advantage of their 
differential positioning. Indeed, Myer has approached David Jones with a merger proposal 
(Bowden 2014). 
However, other fashion businesses are adopting more adventurous strategies with the ‘largest 
retail fashion brands on Facebook in Australia’ snaring 5 million people and engaging 
200,000 weekly (Ribeiro, 2013).  The top ten Australian fashion brands in terms of fans on 
Facebook in 2013 were:  Bonds, Lorna Jane, SUPRÉ, Black Milk Clothing, THE ICONIC, 
City Beach, princess polly, Tony Bianco Shoes, Nike Football Australia, and Sportsgirl 
(Ribeiro, 2013). Other well-known brands included were Quiksilver, MINK PINK, Dotti, 
Country Road, and Mimco. What is more important is analysing the different user groups and 
their motivations to shop online using psychographics. 
Ribeiro has identified four types of Facebook fans, namely, Brand Traditionalists (who have 
favourite brands they follow), Offer Practicals (seeking special deals and offers across 
brands), Data Entertainers (who are more motivated by interesting content), and Social 
Trendsetters (‘super’ fans who drive content and shape behaviour). Ironically, although Offer 
Practicals and Data Entertainers account for 85% of fashion brand fans, they are less likely to 
be brand loyal and buy less. Ribeiro cites the example of Sportsgirl and Jay Jays. While 
Sportsgirl is 10
th
 most popular fashion Facebook site, the majority of their users are Data 
Entertainers who are less likely to buy while JayJays (outside the top 20 sites) enjoys fans 
that are Social Trendsetters and thus drive sales. Fashion brands, then, need to understand 
what kind of customers they are trying to attract and match content to suit their proclivities. 
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Measures of customisation, trust and intimacy are regarded as key elements of a successful 
online e-tail strategy. 
In addition to Australian e-commerce, global brands and labels have also opened concessions, 
stores and developed an online presence in Australia, especially in the fast fashion and luxury 
categories. Fast fashion bands such as Zara, Topshop, Abercrombie and Fitch, H&M, Gap, 
and Lululemon have opened while numerous luxury labels have also opened stores as the 
appetite for luxury goods among Australian consumers increases. These include Chanel, 
Bulgari, Gucci, Ferragamo, Louis Vuitton, Zegna, Tiffany, Bottega Veneta, Burberry, Coach, 
Dior, Emporio Armani, and Hermès (MD Luxury, 2012).  
The challenge of sustainability 
While consumers continue to purchase more and more apparel as well as to discard it after a 
short active life, an opposite pressure is changing attitudes towards fashion as an industry and 
practice. This is the vexed issue – or wicked problem – of sustainability (Claudio, 2007). 
Fashion depends on change and regular renewal of fashions and trends, and in so doing, 
creates galloping social, cultural and environmental problems. So is sustainability achievable 
in the fashion industry? And what does the term mean when applied to the fashion industry? 
Is it a contradiction in terms? 
First, how should the term be defined? Advocates of sustainability in fashion refer to the 
triple bottom line, that is, the balancing Community needs with Environmental issues, and the 
goal of Progress not profit (Undress Brisbane, 2012). The sustainability rhetoric was 
borrowed from the cradle to grave lifecycle of design and applied to fashion by Kate Fletcher 
(2008). Fletcher traced the journey from the manufacturing of apparel from fibre to textiles to 
the design process to production to distribution to retail through use phase to reuse to 
recycling/downcycling/upcycling and eventual disposal. She initiated several projects 
designed to make stages of this journey more sustainable. The two main tenets of 
sustainability in fashion are practices that are Ecofriendly (environmentally, technologically, 
and biologically friendly) and Ethically sourced (based on Fair Trade principles, guarantee of 
safe work environments and OH&S provisions, non-exploitative employment conditions and 
remuneration, and value –added community benefits and integration) (cf. Minney, 2011; 
Wrinkle, 2012)).  
While the discourse of sustainability has been widely adopted, evidence as to the 
implementation of sustainable practices in the fashion industry has been less convincing. In 
Australia, while there is widespread knowledge about sustainability as an issue – or perhaps 
as a mantra of hope – there has been limited uptake within the industry. And although the 
public is aware of the issue, there is little evidence that concerns about sustainability has 
changed consumer behaviour (Caulfield, 2009; Roznev et al., 2011).  
For example, a study of waste and consumer behaviour showed that Australians fell into four 
categories of wasteful mindsets: Guilty wasters ‘who feel guilty … but are wasters 
nonetheless’ ( 14%); Who cares wasters who do not care about buying things they do not use 
(14%); In denial  wasters ‘who waste a lot but say they hardly ever buy things that don’t get 
8 
 
used’ (15%) ; and Saints who ‘waste little’, think carefully before buying, and ‘feel guilty 
when they do waste things’ (40%) (Hamilton, Denniss and Baker, 2005: x). These figures 
suggest that Australians are often aware of issues of waste and sustainability of consumer 
goods but have not largely modified their consumer behaviour to reflect these attitudes. In 
other words, ‘the “pain” of guilt is not sufficient to outweigh the “pleasure” of spending on 
things they don’t need’ (Hamilton, Denniss and Baker, 2005: x). These authors suggest that 
wasters will only change their ways if their attitudes are changed plus there are external 
pressures including social sanctions from friends and peers as well as formal penalties.  
Within the fashion industry, some initiatives have been encouraged by the federal 
government and representative industry groups such as TFIA (Wells, 2011). These include 
the TFIA-backed Ethical Clothing Australia scheme which has 40 brands accredited and 
licensed to use the ECA trademark (Ethical Clothing Australia 2013). Companies include 
Akubra, Zampatti, Collette Dinnigan, Cue, Ginger & Smart, materialbyproduct, Perri Cutten, 
RMW, and Urbanearthwear. There have also been numerous fashion events and collective 
initiatives to promote sustainability (eg. Undress Brisbane, 2012; Brunswick Commune; 
3things, nd). However, within the industry proper, many fashion brands and retailers see 
sustainability as a low priority due to cost, time pressures, outsourcing ‘black holes’, and 
consumer resistance to pay for it (Payne, 2013). As one Australian designer replied when 
asked about sustainability: 
Sustainable … I honestly don’t know … I don’t even think about that really, honestly, 
because I don’t have much time to design and get it all in to work. It’s pretty much 
just about what’s in fashion. For Label C it has to be on trend so I actually have to 
look at what’s showing overseas and it HAS to follow those trends. (Sophie cited by 
Payne, 2013: 178) 
A further problem arises as more and more fashion production is sourced overseas and 
companies cannot guarantee that their supply chains and contractors operate according to 
sustainable tenets. The Australian Fashion Report by Baptist World Aid Australia 
(Nimbalker, et al. 2013) examined 41 companies (128 brands) to compare Corporate Social 
Responsibility (CSR) policies with practices concerning: Traceability and Transparency; 
Monitoring and Training; and Workers Rights. They found that only a third of companies 
knew where their cotton was sourced and who was involved in the supply chain (due to chain 
sub-contracting down the line) and even less had knowledge of how workers were treated in 
terms of wages and conditions. So, although a third of companies got an ‘A’ for their policies 
concerning ethical practices, only two companies had adequate monitoring processes, quality 
control mechanisms and auditing practices concerning sourcing materials that were 
environmentally friendly, ensuring no use of child labour, preventing the exploitation of 
workers, monitoring OH&S provisions, and generally knowing the circumstances in which 
textiles and apparel was manufactured and produced. 
Changing consumer trends 
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Apparel has become a major preoccupation among Australian consumers with half of 
Australians aged 14 and above spending an average of AUD$100 on clothes every month and 
spending AUD$1500 million annually on 1 billion units of apparel (Wells, 2011). By way of 
example, Australians spend AUD$90 a month on clothes and shoes. In fact, Australians 
spend almost as much on ‘lifestyle’ commodities (including apparel) and services as they 
spend on rent and mortgages (approximately AUD$1000 p.m.).  
However, where Australians shop is changing. In 1998/99, 40 percent of apparel purchases 
were made in specialty shops and boutiques while department stores accounted for a further 
34 percent of sales (Weller, 2007: 7). But, according to a Clemenger Tasmania report in 2013 
(Hart, 2013), apparel sales occur as follows: specialty stores (30%), discount stores (30%), 
department stores (12%), bargain stores (0.6%), internet overseas (2.2%), internet Australia 
(1.6%) and supermarkets (2.8%).  
Apparel purchases for women dominate sales (40%) although sales of men’s clothing are 
rising and now account for 36% of purchases, while children’s apparel and clothes for infants 
are growth markets (accounting for 19% and 12% respectively).  Women remain the 
predominant shoppers. More shoppers are middle aged (40 % aged between 35 and 54), 36% 
are aged between 15 and 34, while 24% are aged above 55 years old. 
Internet shopping is beginning to make inroads into bricks and mortar shopping with 10% of 
internet shopping being for clothes and fashion at $100 average spend for women’s clothing, 
$90 for men’s clothing, and $90 for shoes (Roy Morgan, 2013b; Player, 2013). There has 
been significant growth of niche retailers who focus on identifying specialist apparel types, 
niche market segments and particular price points to grow a consumer base and develop loyal 
brand fans. The peak times for online shopping tell an interesting story with sales peaking at 
9 pm followed by 12.30 pm (lunchtime) and 8 am (over breakfast coffee perhaps). One e-
tailer says Australian browsing peaks at 10am on Mondays as employees get to the office and 
take a break or get bored!.  
So what are the implications of these challenges for Australia fashion? 
A number of changes have transformed the Australian fashion industry. These include: 
 The loss of manufacturing demand and capacity except for specialist and niche 
products and materials; 
 The loss of a high skill base especially for the specialist skills required for niche 
production and design (and loss of training providers); 
 Increasing global competition in production, distribution, availability, price, quality 
and innovation; and 
 Increasing loss of employment opportunities in front end fashion and apparel though 
there is some evidence of potential growth opportunities in intermediary and value-
added jobs. 
Meanwhile, there is an over-supply of fashion designers who are characterised by unrealistic 
expectations and perceptions of the industry, and lack adequate and appropriate business and 
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management expertise. Crucially fashion is regarded as a high risk industry and investors are 
reluctant to back new fashion ventures and labels with capital and cash flow. Moreover, many 
new entrants into the industry do not survive the pressures of forward planning, outsourcing, 
quality control, monitoring of stock levels, and so on. Major changes in the retailing 
environment with the shift towards omni-channelling (or seamless retailing) means increasing 
competition with overseas retailers that has exacerbated declining profit margins while the 
cost of maintaining physical stores (especially rent, staff and utilities) has created a crisis in 
Australian fashion retailing (Weller, 2013).  
Commentators in Australia and elsewhere lament the failure of business models in the 
fashion industry that persist due to enthusiasm and optimism but lack capital and effective 
business strategies. As Weller has observed that ‘because people want to work in the fashion 
and clothing industries, neither labour nor capital will ever entirely shift to the more 
“efficient” uses predicted by economic theory’ even though ‘outworker and young clothing 
designers [are] working at the edge of unemployment – living at standards well below the 
national average’ (Weller, 2007: 16).  
Increasingly, however, even enthusiasm is not enough and many businesses throughout the 
sector have collapsed. Indicators include the failure of fashion boutiques and labels as well as 
failures and major re-structuring and re-financing of large apparel companies such as Pacific 
Brands, Billabong, Premier Investments, and Specialty Fashion Group. The major Australian 
department stores – Myer, David Jones and Target – have struggled to reverse a downturn in 
sales while a growing number of established labels have failed in the past few years. These 
include Kirrily Johnston, Lisa Ho, Sass and Bide, Ksubi, Herringbone, Charlie Brown, 
Belinda Seper, Bettina Liano, Collette Dinnigan, and Little Joe (Gail Elliott) (Sexton, 2013). 
When Kirrily Johnston’s label went under, she observed that: 
With retail stores really suffering because of the amount of business they are losing to 
online purchases, many boutiques treat local wholesale orders as if they are trading on 
consignment. This situation makes running a business almost impossible when you 
have paid for those products up front every step of the way. (Kirrily Johnston cited by 
Thomson, 2013) 
A further issue concerns the matter of Intellectual Property. If a designer has not secured the 
rights to their name, they can lose the right to use it if a ‘white knight’ rescues the business. 
This happened to Peter Morrissey who only recently regained his name, and to Kirrily 
Johnson. Lisa Ho, on the other hand, has managed to keep the rights to her name should her 
business be resuscitated. Sass and Bide’s business was re-covered after a major investment by 
Myer.  Other labels have disappeared without trace. A recent casualty was Kit Willow who 
had sold her business to the Apparel Group (as investors) only to be terminated fourteen 
months later (Willow 2013). 
Yet there is increasing international attention to high end Australia fashion designers at 
fashion weeks in New York, London and Paris with designers like Collette Dinnigan, Sass & 
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Bide, Dion Lee, Akira Isogawa, and Toni Maticevski becoming regulars on the circuit. The 
spectacle of high end fashion successes however overshadows deeper malaise in the sector. 
Conclusion 
Altogether this overview has painted a very mixed picture especially at the discount, mid 
level and fashion forward designer points. Retail experts advocate increasing emphasis on 
new ways to engage consumers and build a loyal and energised consumer and fan base with 
jargon words like ‘innovate’, ‘titillate’, ‘eyecatching’, ‘customisation’, and ‘personalisation’ 
plus the use of psychographics to identify market segments of consumers (eg. Fairfax Media, 
2013). Commentators have identified new feelings that the consumer wants from their 
shopping experience, namely, Dreaming (questing for novelty and inspiration); Exploring 
(open minded to being influenced); and Locating (seeking a specific brand, product or 
service) (Fitch, 2012). This was reinforced by observations of the liquidation administrator of 
Mothercare:  
To be competitive, Aussie retailers have to run a lean operation, outsource what they 
are not good at and, most importantly, innovate. In short, they have to make shopping 
a titillating experience. (Antony Resnick quoted by BRI Ferrier, 2013) 
While this may prove a tall order for fashion retailers, this advice is even more crucial for 
aspiring entrants especially designers into the future Australian fashion industry. The gravitas 
of the fashion industry is moving away from manufacture and high street retailing to ‘high 
value, capital intensive and niche products’ (My Future, 2012). This involves innovation in 
design, materials, communication, promotion and new ways to connect with potential 
consumers. Employment-wise, it translates into opportunities in ‘design, marketing, 
wholesale and logistics’ (My Future, 2012) and new skill sets will be required to fill these 
occupations (Manufacturing Skills Australia, 2011). In fact: 
There are now a broad range of career opportunities in this sector that include creative 
craft skills like dressmaking, millinery, weaving or creative thinking in concept 
designing and marketing. There are also specialised technical jobs involved in 
technical production, testing, grading, patternmaking using computer aided design 
technology. (My Future, 2012) 
Taking advantage of such growth areas and new ways of thinking and operating within the 
fashion industry will require combining ‘fashion savvy and business smarts’ (Marion Hume 
cited by Carapiet, 2012) to succeed but even these qualities may not be enough for the 
Australian fashion industry to survive as a distinctive and viable entity in the global fashion 
space. 
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